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The study examines the social influence factors that affect the intention for using WhatsApp application among employees in a Malaysi-
an organisation.  The objectives of the study are to ascertain the reasons for the employees to currently use WhatsApp and to examine the 
factors that affect the use of WhatsApp based on Social Influence Theory perspective. The nature of the study’s methodological design 
was qualitative. The main instruments for data collection were focus group discussions and in-depth interviews. Purposive sampling 
technique was adopted to ensure that the employees chosen had the relevant knowledge about WhatsApp. The findings indicated that 
compliance, internalization and identification were three important social factors that could influence the employees to use WhatsApp in 
their routine work as predicted by Social Influence Theory. This study contributes some insights regarding the factors that can contribute 
to the usage of social media and strengthen the ideas of Social Influence Theory in Malaysian context. 
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1. Introduction 
The 21st century society makes great demands on its members 
because of the rapid development and ever-changing political, 
cultural, social, economic and technological situations. Personal 
computers, cell phones, and social networks, all of which were 
once considered frivolous, have made such a huge impact on our 
culture today that our daily lives will not be easy without them. 
Consequently, the society and organizations expect  their mem-
bers/employees to keep pace with  such change, and adapt their 
skills and expertise in all aspects of life.  
Malaysia’s growing Internet penetration rate is certainly one of the 
main reasons why WhatsApp  has become  an important medium 
of interaction.  WhatsApp  is used  extensively among users and 
friends daily. It is a useful tool of connecting people with common 
interests and shared concerns. With the widespread connectivity 
and constantly emerging tantalizing online activities, people are 
spending more and more time online for studying, learning, com-
municating, creating things, and entertaining them-
selves. WhatsApp Messenger is a proprietary, cross-platform in-
stant messaging subscription service for smartphones and selected 
feature phones. It  requires access to the internet for communica-
tion. In addition to text messaging, users can send messages, im-
ages, videos, and audio media as well as their locations. 
WhatsApp Inc. was founded in 2009 by Brian Acton and Jan 
Koum, who were both former employees at Yahoo!. The company  
was based in Mountain View, California and initially it only em-
ployed 55 people. As of October 2014, WhatsApp  was the most 
globally popular messaging app with more than 600 million users. 
 With respect to organization context,  messenger application that 
is mostly used by  todays’ employees is  WhatsApp Messenger. 
As a result, the usage of WhatsApp Messenger has increased the 
workload among employees. For work matters, employers some-
time give urgent instructions via  WhatsApp Messenger that re-
quire their employees to always be alert, and   ready  for their 
upcoming tasks even at times when the employees are not at their 
workplace. As a result, the employees feel  that work updates and 
instructions using WhatsApp Messenger give them more workload 
and distract their focus from other than work activities, hence 
making them frustrated to handle the jobs given. Although these 
situations  are not faced by all employees, they still feel  that work 
has become their priority  as compared to their family, vacations, 
etc.  With regard to this issue, the e  present study intends to 
achieve the objectives  as follows: 
• To understand the usage of WhatsApp as a communication me-
dium  in an organization from the perspective of superiors and 
subordinates. 
• To identify the social factors that influence the usage of 
WhatsApp. 
 
2. Literature review 
 
Can the spontaneous and informal conversations on WhatsApp be 
useful in more formal work environments that require more care-
ful planning and thinking before exchanging messages? There are 
two different viewpoints on how people choose different commu-
nication media. One view is that people choose communication 
media rationally, i.e., they choose a medium that can best convey 
their intended meanings, and their choice of a medium is restricted 
by work-related contextual factors such as the distance between 
communication partners. The other view is that people choose 
communication media in a social context, i.e., that social norms 
and cultures, in addition to rational reasons, affect their choice[1].  
However, some researchers argue that most traditional theories 
about interpersonal relationship development may not apply to 
online communication. For example, Parks and Floyd [2]  argue 
that an online communicator can develop an interpersonal rela-
tionship with someone met via an Internet newsgroup despite  the 
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lack of synchronous or spontaneous interactions. Walther [3]. also 
suggests that even though it may take longer time than that in 
face-to-face settings, online communicators can develop interper-
sonal relationships by devising their own relationship strategies in 
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) to deliver social and 
emotional cues. 
Many traditional CMC studies, grounded in Media Richness The-
ory and Social Presence Theory, had  focused on the bandwidth of 
media in determining their capability to convey the meanings or 
intentions of communication partners[4]. Due to its low bandwidth, 
text-based online communication has been considered ineffective 
for developing interpersonal relationships, since there are greater 
chances  for misunderstanding, and incorrect impressions are often 
generated, [5]but still the  application, messenger that is mostly 
used by current employees is WhatsApp Messenger as stated 
above. 
Barhoumi [6] defines WhatsApp as an instant messaging applica-
tion for smart phones that allows users to exchange information 
like videos, audios, texts and images using the internet as a plat-
form. Bouhnik and Deshen[7] define  WhatsApp as a social net-
work application that  offers its users  the opportunity of sending 
and receiving instant messages and feedback. In education con-
text, WhatsApp is relatively a new educational tool that supports 
teacher-student relationship which can be used in sharing infor-
mation.  Awake [8] suggests that social networks  are online ser-
vice platforms or sites that focus on building and reflecting social 
relations among humans with the aim of sharing  common inter-
ests. 
WhatsApp has been seen as an effective communication and col-
laborative tool  like in the aspect of teaching and learning  due to 
its advantages over other forms of social media tools. Barhoumi[6]  
believes that WhatsApp facilitates knowledge sharing among 
peers, improves learners’ manipulative skills, facilitates  learning 
process and fosters evaluation process. WhatsApp is seen as an 
educational mobile tool with great potentials  for helping students 
in constructing their own knowledge while making use of the digi-
tal mobile devices. WhatsApp application is specially designed for 
educational activities which can enhance communication, creativi-
ty, critical thinking and problem-solving skills among learners. 
Fraser and Dutta[8] highlight  some of the advantages of social 
networking sites  such as; 1) Creation of communicative  and col-
laborative forums for learners. 2) Improvement of social relation-
ships among learners, and sharing of information like videos, au-
dios, texts, photos etc. 
The usage of WhatsApp among employees using ICTs has also 
been reported to cause confusion  pertaining to the boundaries 
between work and non-work. The confusion often leads to a situa-
tion where work may creep into the territory of a worker’s private 
life. According to Fleck et al. (2015)[9] ICTs can lead to invasion 
from one role to another, often with negative effects, hence caus-
ing heavier workload and work-life imbalance.  Using ICTs has 
also been reported to cause confusion  about the boundaries be-
tween work and non-work. ICT’s can lead to invasion from one 
role to another, often with negative effects, hence causing heavier 
workload and work-life imbalance[8].  However, in the context of 
Malaysia, the researchers  believe that while there  is no signifi-
cant effect of WhatsApp Messenger on employees’ workload, 
WhatsApp Messenger  does provide significant and positive ef-
fects  on employees’ satisfaction with work-life balance[10]. 
 
3. Social influence theory 
 
Social influence describes a process in which an individual’s opin-
ions or behaviors are affected by the opinions or behaviors of the 
other members in a group.  The discussion of herding behavior 
and social influence has a long history. For example, Trotter [10] 
identified herd instinct as one of the primary instincts along with 
self-preservation, nutrition, and reproduction. Freud[11]  suggested 
an individual’s tendency to follow the masses (“Herabsinken zum 
Massenindividuum”). Subsequently, the studies  of the influence 
of a group on the decisions or actions of an agent entered the dis-
ciplines of economics, sociology, and psychology. 
The  studies on social influence  have discovered that normative 
social influence is strong when people belong to a group; their 
behavior is identifiable [12], they are open to anticipated surveil-
lance, they are under power to reward and punish, and the con-
spicuousness of product is high[13]. On the other hand, informa-
tional social influence is greater when subjective uncertainty exists 
or it lacks objective evidence for evaluation[14]. Informational 
social influence is operative in product selection when quality is 
somewhat ambiguous, one’s own ability to discriminate is not 
satisfactory and decision complexity is high[13]. 
The central theme of social influence theory, as proposed by Kel-
man[15], is that an individual’s attitudes, beliefs, and subsequent 
actions or behaviors are influenced by the referent others through 
three processes: compliance, identification, and internalization. 
Kelman [15] posits that social influence brings about changes in 
attitude and actions, and that changes may occur at different “lev-
els.” This difference in the levels of changes can be attributed  to 
the differences in the processes through which individuals accept 
influence. 
Social influence theory has its roots in the early studies of group 
attitude and perceptual convergence[16]. According to Kelman[15], 
one of the key reasons why other people are able to influence 
one’s perceptions and opinions is  the identification one feels with 
others. Identification is  argued to occur when people consider the 
relationship with the communicator to be salient. If people want to 
be a member of the group, or identify themselves with the com-
municator (an individual or the group represented by the individu-
al), they adopt the induced behaviour or attitudes they perceive to 
represent the communicator. Conformity takes the form of identi-
fication if the persuasive power of the source arises out of attrac-
tiveness. Attractiveness is concerned  with either physical attrib-
utes of the source (i.e. physical attractiveness), or similarity in 
values or beliefs (i.e. ideological similarity)[16].  
Attractive communicators are expected to have stronger persua-
sive influence than unattractive ones. Ideological similarity stems 
from a similar experience or background, such as in terms of edu-
cation, vocation, nationality, religion etc., which possibly results 
in similar ways of thinking, beliefs and preferences. Accordingly, 
message recipients tend to speculate that they share more in com-
mon with ideologically similar people, and probably have similar 
attitudes and make similar decisions. In the meta-analysis con-
ducted by Wilson and Sherrell, ideological similarity  was discov-
ered to be one of the three most effective manipulations of source 
factors[16].  
Each of the three processes can be represented by a function of the 
following three determinants of influence: (a) the relative im-
portance of the anticipated effect, (b) the relative power of the 
influencing agent, and (c) the prepotency of the induced re-
sponse[15]. However, for each process, these determinants are qual-
itatively different.  Thus, each process has a distinctive set of an-
tecedent conditions; and similarly, each process leads to a distinc-
tive set of consequent conditions. Since social influence can shape 
an individual’s attitudes, beliefs and actions, the impact of social 
influence on information systems (IS) acceptance and usage has 
been studied extensively.  Nevertheless, the initial theorizing of  
IS adoption and use[17] is contended to consider the perspective of 
social normative compliance, thereby overlooking 
the identification and internalization processes of social influ-
ence[18]. It is argued that the subjective norm is the dominant con-
ceptualization of social influence and the way it is operationalized  
involves typical emphasis  on compliance [19]. Subjective norm is 
theorized in several behavioral models such as the  Theory of  
Planned  Behavior (TPB) and the theory of reasoned action[20]. 
Technology-related subjective norm appears in different IS-
specific models, including TAM2 and UTAUT [17]. 
Realizing that only one aspect of social influence 
i.e., compliance may not predict the true relationship between the 
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system users’ belief and behavior, and IS use, other researchers 
attempted to bring the perspectives of all three processes of social 
influence to provide the integrated impact of them [19]. They be-
lieve that the effect of compliance-based social influence may 
reduce over time, whereas the effects of identification and inter-
nalization would persist over longer periods. Therefore, the studies 
that theorize all three processes of social influence indicate that 
social influence may differ significantly across groups in organiza-
tions[19]. Such conceptualization helps us to understand how the 
system users’ own beliefs and judgments also influence their 
commitment to adopt and use technology, complementing the 
understanding of the previous studies that focus on how the sys-
tem users comply and conform to the beliefs of salient others. 
 
4. Research methodhology 
 
The study used interview method among the managers (represent-
atives of superiors) and focus group discussion with the subordi-
nates. An interview  can be defined as a purposeful discussion 
between two or more people. It can help researchers to gather 
valid and reliable data that are relevant to the research questions 
and objectives.  An interview could be classified as one of struc-
tured, semi-structured, or unstructured interview. For the struc-
tured interviews, researchers always  prepare questionnaires based 
on an identical set of questions. Unstructured interviews are in-
formal conversations between respondents and researchers (inter-
viewers).  They give respondents the opportunities to present their 
opinions freely.  As for semi-structured interviews,  they are based 
on a list of themes and questions. For the present study, focus 
group discussions involving a group of ten respondents who  con-
sisted of subordinates who used WhatsApp in their routine work. 
The protocol of the focus group discussions and interviews which 
contained eight questions related to the use of Whatsapp and the 
factors for selecting WhatsApp as their communication channel  
was created. The discussions were recorded and the transcripts of 
the focus group discussions were analyzed thematically based on 
the assumptions of Social Influence Theory. 
 
5. Findings and discussion 
 
The findings  revealed three dominant themes as predicted in So-
cial influence theory that  were compliance, identification and 
internalization. 
5.1. Compliance:  
Compliance is assumed to occur when individuals accept influ-
ence and adopt the induced behavior to gain rewards (or, approv-
al) and avoid punishments (or, disapproval). Hence, “the satisfac-
tion derived from compliance is due to the social effect of accept-
ing influence.” The same phenomenon  was found to occur in the 
context of acceptance and the use of WhatsApp amongst the  em-
ployees in Malaysia.   One of the reasons stated by Informant  1  
was the fact that everybody in the organisation  was using 
WhatsApp and everybody had  a smart phone. This factor influ-
enced them to use WhatsApps. This   can be proven based on the 
following respondent’s statement: 
 
I use WhastApp since everybody is using it. 
(Subordinate:  Informant 7) 
Furthermore, everybody has a handphone. 
(Subordinate:  Informant 6) 
 
If the employees did not own  a mobile phone, there  would be  
some pressure of answering   questions from their co-workers  as  
described by Informant 1: 
When we don’t use it, people will ask…it’s weird…where in the 
world do you live in ..since you do not use WhatsApp while every-
body  else does) 
) 
 
5.2.  Identification  
 
Identification is said to happen when individuals adopt the in-
duced behavior in order to create or maintain a desired and benefi-
cial relationship  with another person or a group. Hence, the satis-
faction occurs due to “the act of conforming.” In the context of 
organizational staff in Malaysia, the use of WhatsApp is also af-
fected by this factor. The use of WhatsApp is said to be one of the 
staff’s actions to  stay in contact with others. This is in line with 
the culture of the Malaysian people who favor maintaining good 
relationships with each other. 
According to Informant 6,  almost all messages were transmitted 
through WhatsApp.  Without the use of WhatsApp, the organiza-
tional staff  believed that they  would be left behind, and would 
not  receive up-to-date information related to the organization and 
their jobs  as mentioned in the statement below: 
Anyway, the information is transmitted all through WhatsApp, so 
we have to use it. If you do not use the tool, it makes it difficult to 
do the work. (Subordinate: Informant 6) 
 
It means we have to follow the trend…Nowadays, we have to make 
use of technology and thus we have to use it (Subordinate: Inform-
ant 3) 
 
Another example provided by the respondent indicated the idea 
about identification  as presented below: 
Sometimes  the boss is in his office, he does not send  emails now-
adays. He uses WhatsApp because WhatsApp is quicker for people 
to see. It's like a handset on the desk. When we open, we look at it. 
And with  an instant reply to what the boss asked. Sometimes when 
my boss is in the meeting, he will askme to be ready and check my 
WhatsApp in case he need any information for example about the 
fee So he wants to ask us quickly to get any information. (Subordi-
nate: Informant 1) 
 
 Another statement by respondent 5: 
….. it has been like there is a need for this. We will be afraid if we 
do not have Whatsapp, we will not be able to get any info  any-
more.   Subordinate: (Informant 5) 
(i) Internalization  
Internalization is assumed to occur when individuals accept influ-
ence after perceiving the content of the induced behavior is re-
warding in which the content indicates the opinions and actions of 
others. It is also  claimed that individuals who adopt the induced 
behavior realize that it is congruent with their value system. In this 
case, therefore, the satisfaction occurs due to “the content of the 
new behavior.”  
 
According to Informant  1 (Superior): 
….Still in use, all staff can indeed access. If I’m outstationed, I 
still feel like I’m in the office because I’m still able to communi-
cate (with my staff) and also get the real  time updates of the re-
port. For example, Mr Mazlan’s (while the informant pointed to 
the second informer) he is in charge of traffic, sometimes when we 
wanted to clamp any  vehicle that was wrongly parked, we had to 
ask other co-workers if they happen to know who  the owner of the 
vehicle is…probabaly an OKU...may be our members in the 
WhatsApp Group know who the owner is, so that we can first give 
the warning. When an accident occurs in the campus too, we can 
get the information quickly…. 
Informant 1  provided another example of the use of WhatsApp to 
maintain  good relationships: 
Ermmmm …I have a group of UUM golf club  members that are 
more toward social activities. Just as you like to play golf, all of it, 
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so the goal of using WhatsApp is for the official purpose of work 
and another reason is  for the purpose of social activi-
ties.(Superior: Informant 1) 
 
Sometimes I use Whatsapp to  communicate with  old friends...and 
ask them, what’s up, how’s the job? It’s just enough for that pur-
pose.  (Superior:  Informant 2) 
 
Informant 3 (Superior) also mentioned the same thing: 
 
To me it’s very useful. Like me, I've been around for 60 years. The 
old, the old school, my friends of the past time  all seem to come 
back. Our lives  are so colorful. We meet  again the people who 
we have not seen for  40 years or 50 years. Networking that we 
see is not everything we want, so we have  a choice. What we 
choose is what we have to say. What is irrelevant is the fact that it 
is relevant to us. That’s very positive. 
 
On the other hand, some of the respondents mentioned that they   
were  passive WhatsApp users but they still  received the benefits 
of connecting with other people within the WhatsApp group.  The  
following Informant  elaborated this : 
I can be considered a relatively passive user where I'm not very 
active. In the group, I rarely reply to the messages. And also it 
depends on the situations and my needs. Sometimes if the group is 
unofficial, there are friends who only chat among them, not with 
anyone else even though they are also in the group.. So it is not 
fun to be in the group.  If the group is a family group, I don’t dare 
to leave the group because of the fear that I might hurt my siblings. 
But the advantage of the group, is if there is a story/news about 
the family,  we can know it straight away. Sometimes there are 
people who use the group for business purposes. It is not fun to be 
in this kind of group but we have to keep silent… What is not fun 
is that many of our groups are hard to manage. But it’s out of my 
mind. So we’re  just keep silent.  (Superior:  Informant 2) 
 
The same view  was further strengthened by Informant 3: 
Well, I’m a member of many WhatsApp groups, but only when I’m 
free I will check the messages from the Whatsapp groups. Usually 
the unofficial groups have indeed hundreds of junk messages. 
Because we are not the kind of active WhatsApps users, we always 
follow…and I have no time not to look at all messages to  reply 
them or just simply provide simple  replies. I will read the mes-
sages after two or three days and sometimes I decide not to get 
involved. Thus, the messages will come to a number of almost 
hundreds and  this  does not concern me, I will just ignore this…it 
is good for me since I  do not become the victim  of technology. No 
doubt there are some advantages  of WhatsApp like I can get the 
current information without having the trouble to  look for it. Just 
check  WhatsApp or Facebook… (laugh)  (Superior: Informant 3) 
 
Informant 3 also mentioned  the positive aspect of WhatsApp: 
If it’s positive, in terms of human relationships… if it’s a social 
relationship, if we’re good at choosing, I think it will be very use-
ful. For example…If there  are so many things that we do not 
know, around us  for our knowledge. In the past, if we wanted to 
know  something, we had to find a book, find a teacher, find 
someone who was  knowledgeable  about what we wanted to know. 
But if we do not want it nowadays, suddenly there is that thing for 
us. Then when there is something  suspicious, we have to cross 
check it. (Superior: Informant 3) 
He also added: 
Something like WhatsAapp is really good, but we have to choose  
wisely. Cleverly choose  something. Things we do not want, we 
ignore them, just like  that. One more thing, we as human beings 
have network. We  have networking, the circle of networking, it 
has to be extensive, it must be a big deal, we just think it’s a bit 
hard. We do not like that.  
 
As for informant 4, the use of WhatsApp  was viewed to be able to 
bring various rewards in terms of strengthening  relationships, not 
only in the context of  work but also in other  aspects such as so-
cial relations: 
I  do use WhatsApp intensively. Whether for personal, official or 
any purposes. WhatsApp is used because it is one of the  ways to 
convey information. In addition to emails, correspondence and so 
on. The first reason we  prefer WhatsApp is more  because of the 
latest haulage and the way the delivery of information is done is 
more than it ever used to be, as opposed to emails that sometimes  
require a PC. If we see Whatsapp all in mobile phones. We know 
that everyone has a mobile phone. So one factor, if the infor-
mation is spread through Whatsapp we know it’s fast, that’s the 
two messages we want to communicate to  a friend. The third is 
Whatsapp…we know when someone has access to the messages.  
Because if you have a phone, when you read the message from the 
phone and it should be faster than  on a PC. 
.  
 
WhatsApp because  it’s in everybody’s mobile phone. It does not 
matter if we look at elementary school kids, they  also have 
WhatsApp. It’s from primary school age to our age since there are 
handphones and at the same time also, WhatsApp is free. Provid-
ed  that it has to be connected with the Internet. It’s in that sense. 
In short, WhatsApp is faster and we can  reply messages quickly.-
(Superior:Informant 4) 
 
 Emails  are delayed, sometimes if we cannot get access to emails, 
we have to wait for another day to check and  reply them. (Superi-
or: Informant 4) 
 
To summarize, the results of the study showed the factors of using 
WhatsApp amongst the staff of the organization. WhatsApp is 
widely used  for the purpose of social connections and there is also  
usage of it as the means for the distribution of information pertain-
ing to work. The findings had  also identified three important 




The world is celebrating the improvement in communication tech-
nology which has broadened the scope of communication through 
information, and communication no doubt has turned the entire 
world into “a global village”. It helps people to be better informed, 
enlightened and kept abreast with the world development. Tech-
nology exposes mankind to better ways of doing things. Social 
media networking sites can include Twitter, Yahoo Messenger, 
Facebook Messenger, WhatsApp Messenger,  Instagram, WeChat, 
Skype, Google Talk, Google Messenger etc. These networking 
sites are used by most people to interact with their old and new 
friends,  non-virtual or internet friends who  are also part of the 
findings of this study. The findings indicated that compliance, 
internalization and identification were three important social fac-
tors that influenced the employees to use WhatsApp in their rou-
tine work as predicted by Social Influence Theory.   
The theoretical implication of this research is the strengthening of 
Social Influence Theory  to explain the factors that contribute to 
usage of WhatsApp among Malaysian employees. The results 
highlight the relevance of the theory from information systems 
and communication disciplines to social media studies. Being 
consistent with the previous research on the socialization of the 
employees through social media, the study showed that the social 
interaction of the individuals influenced social media acceptance 
and usage. The research also provides some ideas on the implica-
tions for the managers. This research has shown the key role of 
WhatsApp  as an information sharing and exchange channel 
among the employees in an organization. Building and maintain-
ing relationships through WhatsApp is the main managerial impli-
cation of this study. This is consistent with the previous research   
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that revealed the role of social factors  in influencing the employ-
ees’ attitudes towards WhatsApp. The results also provide some 
insights on  managerial implication for the policy makers to en-
hance the quality of social networking gadgets, as this research 
shows that improving the access  to Internet  will enhance the  
perception on the usefulness of WhatsApp  among employees. 
This research, like other studies, is not without its limitations. The 
sample was  only collected from a single organization and work 
needs to be expanded to include other areas. Further studies  can 
focus on a specific social networking site that is WhatsApp and 
the gathering of data through their members. Future research  
perhaps can take further steps to examine the cumulative usage of 
WhatsApp which is more relevant to understand the process of 
social influence.  The present study’s researchers’ predictions lend 
themselves to be tested in an experimental setting or on data 
which  are both left for future research. Keeping an open eye on 
such development will help us to learn more about the driving 
forces behind social media usage and to further challenge our 
ability to develop flexible but suitable theories. While doing so, it 
is crucial for researchers to remember that social media such as 
WhatsApp are highly dynamic systems that will constantly require 
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